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Pl e a s e j oi n us f or a  dis c ussi o n of h u m a n i d e ntit y a n d ot h er t h o u g hts . 
W e will m e et in  G a m bl e H all 1 01  o n T h urs d a y , A p ril 9  at 4: 1 0  p m. 
 
 
S h o ul d  R a c e, G e n d e r, 
C ult ur e, a n d  Di s a bilit y 
D efi n e H u m a n I d e ntit y?  
   B y J e s si c a M at hi s  
 
   T h e w e e k b ef or e t h e I n a u g ur ati o n 
of t h e n Pr esi d e nt -El e ct B arr a c k 
O b a m a, I as k e d a f ell o w st u d e nt 
h o w h e f elt a b o ut h a vi n g t h e first 
Afri c a n -A m eri c a n Pr esi d e nt.  I n his 
r es p o ns e, h e p os e d a n ot h er 
q u e sti o n r e g ar di n g w h y p e o pl e i n 
t h e bl a c k c o m m u nit y cl ai m hi m, 
k n o wi n g t h at h e c o m es fr o m a 
r a ci all y di v ers e b a c k gr o u n d.  
   T o p os e a still m or e g e n er al 
q u esti o n:  W h y d o p e o pl e h a v e t o 
c o nsi d er t h eir r a c e, c ult ur e, g e n d er, 
a n d/ or dis a bilit y as a n ess e nti al  p art 
of t h eir i d e ntit y ?  
   O n e a ns w er t o t his q u esti o n 
r e g ar di n g i d e ntit y ori gi n at es i n t h e 
p hil os o p hi c al i d e as of Pl at o.   
A c c or di n g t o Pl at o’s  R e p u bli c, 
p ers o n al  id e ntit y is d efi n e d  b y t h e 
r el ati o ns hi p of t hr e e p arts wit hi n 
t h e s o ul.  I n his dis c ussi o n o f t h e 
r el ati o nshi p b et w e e n t h e cit y a n d 
s o ul, Pl at o pr es e nts ar g u m e nts t h at 
t h e s o ul is di vi d e d i nt o t hr e e m ai n 
p arts :  ( 1) t h e r ati o n al p art , w hi c h is 
t h e p art of t h e s o ul t h at is us e d t o 
t hi n k, ( 2) t h e s pirit e d p art  w hi c h is 
us e d t o fi g ht i n ti m es of w ar a n d ( 3) 
t h e a p p etiti v e p art of t he s o ul ,  
w hi c h li k es t o i n d ul g e i n t h e 
c o ns u m pti o n of f o o d a n d m at eri als 
t h at bri n g pl e as ur e a n d c o mf ort.    
    A c c or di n g t o Pl at o , a p ers o n’s 
i d e ntit y w o ul d b e d et er mi n e d b y 
t h e p art of t h e s o ul w hi c h t e n d e d t o 
d o mi n at e t h e ot h er t w o p arts.  
Usi n g t his  m o d e of c at e g ori zi n g, 
t h e n e e d f or t h e c o n c e pts of r a c e, 
c ult ur e , g e n d er, a n d dis a bilit y 
(w hi c h ar e  us u all y a  b asis f or 
d efi ni n g p ers o n al i d e ntit y t o d a y)  
w o ul d b e t ot all y eli mi n at e d.  
I nst e a d of usi n g f a ct ors a p ers o n 
h a s n o fr e e d o m i n c h o osi n g  (li k e 
w h at r a c e or w h at p h ysi c al g e n d er 
o n e h a p p e n t o b e) , o n e  w o ul d b e 
j u d g e d o n w h at t y p e of s o ul a 
p ers o n h as c h os e n t o b e.   
   If o n e w er e t o l o o k at A m eri c a n 
s o ci et y, o n e c a n s e e  t h at t h e us e of 
g e n d er, r a c e, c ult ur e , a n d 
dis a bi liti es a s p ers o n al i d e ntit y 
m ar k ers  h as c a us e d a gr e at d e al of 
o p pr essi o n a n d pri vil e g e i n t h e 
s o ci et y.   I n t his c o nt e xt, 
“ o p pr essi o n ”  is d efi n e d as a n y 
gri e v a n c e  or dis cri mi n ati o n 
s uff er e d b y a p ers o n or gr o u p of 
p e o p l e d u e t o diff er e n c es b e y o n d 
o n e’s c o n tr ol a n d n ot i nt e nti o n all y 
c h os e n. B y t h e  s a m e t o k e n, a 
“ pri vil e g e ” is s o m e a d v a nt a g e 
gi v e n b as e d o n diff er e n c es w hi c h 
w er e n ot g ai n e d b y p ers o n al m erit 
or w or k or b y a n y ot h er f a ct or 
c h os e n b y t h e i n di vi d u al.  
   I n t hi n ki n g a b o ut i d e ntit y, o n e 
n e e ds t o e x a mi n e o n e’s  lif e i n t h e 
f oll o wi n g w a ys.  First, h u m a ns 
s h o ul d as k t h e q u esti o n: Ha v e I 
s uff er e d or d e alt wit h a n y n e g ati v e 
e x p eri e n c es d u e t o diff er e n c es I 
h a v e n ot c h os e n ?   S e c o n dl y p e o pl e 
o u g ht t o w o n d er:   H a v e I pr ofit e d 
fr o m diff er e n c es I n e v er c h os e ? 
    F or e x a m pl e, a w o m a n w al k s 
i nt o a b uil di n g w hil e a m a n o p e n s  
t h e d o or f or h er b e c a us e s o ci et y h as 
m a d e t h e a ct of o p e ni n g a d o or a n 
a c c e pt a bl e n or m us e d t o s u g g est  
t h at a m a n is p olit e.  N at ur all y, 
t o d a y’s s o ci et y all o ws w o m e n t o 
o p e n t h e d o or f or t h e ms el v es , b ut 
w h e n s o m e w o m e n s e e a m a n 
w al ki n g b y , t h e y will still e x p e ct 
t h e m a n t o o p e n t h e d o or f or t h e m.  
I n t his c o nt e xt, t h e a ct of h a vi n g t h e 
d o or o p e n e d  is a pri vil e g e b as e d o n 
a c ert ai n i d e a of i d e ntit y gi v e n t o 
w o m e n b e c a us e t h e y ar e w o m e n.  
O n t h e ot h er h a n d, if m e n  o p e n t h e 
d o or f or w o m e n all t h e ti m e, t h e n 
t his s a m e a ct of p olit e n ess c a n b e 
s e e n as a f or m of o p pr essi o n 
b e c a us e m e n c o m e t o ass u m e 
w o m e n ar e i n n e e d of assist a n c e 
a n d c a n n ot o p e n t h e d o or f or 
t h e ms el v es.  I n b ot h c as es, t h e 
c o n c e pt  of i d e ntit y i n v ol v e d is n ot 
c h os e n b y eit h er t h e m a n or t h e 
w o m a n, b ut r at h er gi v e n b y c ult ur e 
a n d bi ol o g y.   
   O n c e a p ers o n a s ks  t h e ms el v es 
t h es e ki n ds of q u esti o ns, t h e y will 
b e gi n t o s e e t h at e v er y o n e wit hi n 
t h e h u m a n r a c e h as e x p eri e n c ed  
b ot h o p pr ess i o n a n d pri vil e g e i n 
t h eir li v es. If s o ci et y l o o ks at it 
fr o m t his p ers p e cti v e, t h e n it w o ul d 
l e a d o n e t o as k -- Is t h er e m or e t o 
Pl at o’s i d e a of i d e ntit y a n d 
s a m e n ess  or is t h e w h ol e c o n c e pt of 
i d e ntit y si m pl y m a d e u p ?    
    A c c or di n g t o Pl at o’s t h e or y o f 
t h e t hr e e-p art s o ul, e v er y o n e  h as 
t h es e “s a m e”  t hr e e p arts.  
T h e N e wsl ett e r of t h e P hil os o p hi c al Dis c ussi o n G r o u p  
According to Plato, if two people 
are the “same”, it means they allow 
the same part of the soul (for 
example, the “appetitive” part) to 
dominate the other two parts( the 
rational and spirited parts in this 
case). Thus, we are all the same or 
alike based on which part of the 
soul people allow to dominate.  For 
example, if an able-bodied person 
and a person with a disability have 
the rational part of their souls 
controlling the other two parts, then 
their differences would not matter 
with respect to personhood and 
personal identity.   
     These two people would be 
classified in the same group 
because they have the same 
intellectual and community goals in 
mind.  But it is also dangerous to 
assume that all people are the same.   
If one assumes that all people are 
the same, then a person can not 
acknowledge differences.  
“Differences” are frequently used 
to identify what makes people 
unique.  For example, if a child is 
born into a Spanish-speaking 
culture, is the Spanish identity that 
naturally comes by growing up in 
the Spanish language one that is 
chosen or forced by circumstance?  
This form of identity appears not to 
be chosen, yet the child will end up 
describing herself or himself by his 
origins in language and geography.  
In the United States this identity 
will to some degree determine how 
successful he or she is. But the 
term, “I” in this sense is being used 
to describe someone’s physical and 
cultural qualities.   
   According to modern identity 
theory, a person is defined by the 
mental, physical, and material 
events that make up a person’s 
environment.  In this way, modern 
identity theory tends to define 
people by what they have acquired 
through experience and their 
physical characteristics inherited 
through nature instead of defining 
people by what they have learned 
internally in the soul.  
    Why do people consider race, 
gender, culture, and/or disability as 
a central defining element of a 
person’s identity?  One reason 
presumably is because such 
features mark differences which we 
presuppose make us unique.  
Unfortunately it is those differences 
that also divide us as humans and 
limit the freedom to see our 
sameness. Identity becomes a 
problem when the human race uses 
those differences to make various 
groups of people feel that such un-
chosen differences are wrong in 
some way.  When the human race 
can focus more on our sameness 
than our differences, then we will 
all be free.   
 
Other Thoughts on Identity 
 
The Beatles exist apart from my 
Self. I am not really Beatle George. 
Beatle George is like a suit or shirt 
that I once wore on occasion and 
until the end of my life people may 
see that shirt and mistake it for me. 
                         –George Harrison 
 
The only way we'll get freedom for 
ourselves is to identify ourselves 
with every oppressed people in the 
world. We are blood brothers to the 
people of Brazil, Venezuela, Haiti, 
Cuba – yes Cuba too.  
                          –Malcolm X 
 
Dear, dear!  How queer everything 
is to-day!  And yesterday things 
went on just as usual.  I wonder if 
I've been changed in the night?  Let 
me think:  was I the same when I 
got up this morning?  I almost think 
I can remember feeling a little 
different.  But if I'm not the same, 
the next question is, Who in the 
world am I?  Ah, that's the great 
puzzle!                –Lewis Caroll 
Self depends on consciousness, not 
on substance. Self is that conscious 
thinking thing,--whatever substance 
made up of--which is sensible or 
conscious of pleasure and pain, 
capable of happiness or misery, and 
so is concerned for itself, as far as 
that consciousness extends...upon 
separation of this little finger, 
should this consciousness go along 
with the little finger, and leave the 
rest of the body, it is evident the 
little finger would be the person, 
the same person; and self then 
would have nothing to do with the 
rest of the body.      –John Locke 
 
We are nothing but a bundle of, or 
a collection of different 
perceptions, which succeed each 
other with an inconceivable 
rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux 
and movement.        – Hume 
 
 
‘The doer’ is merely a fiction added 
to the deed– the deed is everything. 





If you have any questions, criticisms, 
comments or are interested in writing a 
thoughtful article for  
The Philosopher’s Stone,  
please contact:   
 








For a look at past Stones, visit: 
www.thales1.armstrong.edu/pdg/oldstones/ 
 
 
